22	THE HISTORIC SETTING
EL   inter-relations of the cults
The inter-relations of the cults in Syria and Palestine can
be better understood after the relation of each to the Turkish
Government is made clear. When, in 1453, the first Otto-
man sultan, Mahmtid II, mounted the throne of his Byzan-
tine predecessors, he was made to realize that the Shari'a,
or Sacred Law of Islam, which makes no distinction between
matters civil and religious, could not from the very nature of
things be applied in all its bearings to the large numbers of
his conquered subjects who were Christians.1 The Shari'a
implies duties and privileges which only the followers of the
Prophet can observe and enjoy. Moslem legislation respect-
ing marriage, divorce, inheritance, etc., could not be adapted
to the circumstances of Christians. The Sultan Manmftd
had forced upon him the alternative of creating an especial
code or of permitting these peoples to follow their own regu-
lations. The latter alternative was chosen. In all cases
where they could not be treated on the same legal footing
with the Moslems, Christians were in the eye of the law sep-
arated into groups, according to the religions which they
professed. At first, the Moslem authorities, not compre-
hending the theological distinctions that kept the churches
apart, or the differences in their rites, confounded all Chris-
tians together as Greek Orthodox or Roum. Little by little,
however, as these distinctions came to be recognized, sepa-
rate communities were formed. Each group became a millet
or nation, really a state within a state. A man was labelled
by his religion. This arrangement was solemnly confirmed
by a berat, or firman, granted to each patriarch or accredited
head of the community. By virtue of these firmans the
heads of sects or nations are still regarded not only as relig-
ious but as civil authorities. At the episcopal courts certain
civil as well as religious cases are tried. The Greek Ortho-
dox first obtained and have always enjoyed more extended
1 The authority on this subject; whom we closely follow, is the Count
van den Steen de Jehay, in his careful work, " De la Situation Le'gale des
Sujets Ottomans non-Musulmans " (Bruxelles, 1906).

